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hings are happening so late in India. This I
say from the Nepali perspective. The domi-
nating Indian political discourses in the past
several days have been increasingly sounding
like the ones we used to have at the beginning

of the current decade. The government here has decid-
ed to combat the spreading Maoist insurgency putting
the prospects of talks on the backburner, and the
deliberations have been all about that. These debates,
mainly taking place in the most influential, city-cen-
tric and English language media, are heavily tilted
towards the hawkish government stand. “These ter-
rorists,” shouted one network editor the other
evening, “must be neutralized. How can a government
talk with killers?”

There are some reasons for the editor be to so
arrogant and one sided. First, his TV network, like
many other influential urban media outlets and com-
mentators, is primarily based in the cities that are far
from the villages where the Maoists are waging war.
He doesn’t care about the villagers because his target-
ed audiences live in the cities. The cities and their
inhabitants are comparatively prosperous than those
in the villages who live in abject poverty. Those who
are running the government, to put it bluntly, aren’t
“poor” enough to understand the pains of poverty in
the villages. Or they came out of poverty too long ago
to remember the pains of living in deprivation. The
comfort of air-conditioned city life (which includes
grand government office buildings and residential
quarters) doesn’t allow them to get a sense of the
harsh realities of the villages sans electricity, health
posts, schools with enough and qualified teachers and
road links.

In rhetoric, however, the government intends to
use development as the weapon to fight the Maoists.
Prime Minister Man Mohan Singh told a high-profile
gathering in New
Delhi the other day
that his government
sought to have
“inclusive develop-
ment and transfor-
mation of the rural
economy”. He is,
after all, running a
government that
wants to achieve “9
to 10 percent annual
[economic] growth”
and wants to elimi-
nate the Maoist
insurgency branding
it “the single biggest
threat to internal
security in India”.

India, undoubt-
edly, is a rising eco-
nomic power; and
the feeling that the
country is on the
path to becoming a
world player bril-
liantly resonates with the dreams and aspirations of
the urban, suave and wealthy city dwellers and elite.
They are full of lofty ambitions and grandness in life.
For them, organizing extravagant and expensive
events like the 2010 Commonwealth Games that New
Delhi is hosting next year are the logical next step in
their way towards portraying India (and themselves)
as a global powerhouse (and its owners). For them, the
success of such huge events becomes a prestige issue
and reason for self-satisfaction. But people in rural
Jharkhand and West Bengal, who are really struggling

to have the basic needs, do not really care about such
success. It’s a game for, by and of the urban affluent as
long as their lifestyle is not improved, they feel. They
can’t associate with such extravaganzas just as the
elite of Delhi and Mumbai can’t associate themselves
with a short supply of things. Some people in the cor-
ridors of power still argue along that line, but they are
a waning lot. One of them, for example, is Mani
Shankar Aiyar, a member in the previous cabinet of
Singh.

In a thought-provoking speech at a Confederation
of Indian Industries meet in April 2007, a website
reported, Aiyar argued that policy is hijacked by a
small elite. That the cabinet he belongs to is quite
comfortable with this hijacking. That India’s system of
governance is such that Rs. 650 crore for village
development is considered wasteful, but Rs. 7,000
crore for the Commonwealth Games is considered
vital. The classes rule all the time, Aiyar said, the
masses get a look-in every five years.

“It is a sustainable economic proposition, because
our numbers are so vast, that there are perhaps 10
million Indians who are just as rich as the richest
equivalent segment anywhere in the world or in any
group of countries,” said Aiyar. “There are about 50
million Indians who really are extraordinarily well off.
That’s the population of the U.K.” 

But, he said, if 700 million Indians who are either
not in the market or barely in the market are consid-
ered for the evaluation of economic reform process,
then the impact makes virtually no difference to their
lives. “So when you talk of a 9.2 percent growth rate, it
becomes a statistical abstraction: 0.2 percent of our
people are growing at 9.92 percent per annum. But
there is a very large number, I don’t know how many,
whose growth rate is perhaps down to 0.2 percent.”

The last time I heard Aiyar was three days ago, and
he was still speaking against the “obscene expendi-
ture” for the games while India is facing challenges in
healthcare and education.

Amidst all this debate that has been kindled by the
recent incident involving the stopping of an upper
class Rajdhani Express train in West Bengal by a
group of tribals, the government is launching an offen-
sive against the rebels. Instead of eradicating poverty,
the current Indian establishment has, it seems, decid-

ed to eradicate the poor from society. Only those who
have gone through the experience of living in a cross-
fire know how it feels to be in such a situation. Those
who are advocating a tough stand with the language of
the gun are doing so, as stated earlier, from the com-
fort of air-conditioned rooms. They will not feel the
pain suffered by the villagers, and those policemen
who fight the rebels. For them, it’s largely a fight
among faceless villagers, rebels and policemen. The
latter’s victory will serve their interest and fulfill their
ego. The body count has begun.

India’s Maoist war

Unruly politics
Nepali politics, following the unconstitutional
move of President Dr. Ram Baran Yadav to
reinstate the then Chief of Army Staff
Rookmangud Katawal, is on a collision course
with the Maoists’ announcement of their
nationwide protests starting Nov. 1 (“Maoists
unveil protest plan,” Dec. 28, Page 1). But
as yet there is no sign of any political break-
through. It’s hard to envision what will happen
if the Maoists up the ante. The political parties
must not forget that the people elected them to
the Constituent Assembly (CA) in order to
write the new constitution, not to fight among
themselves. If they fail to understand this sim-
ple fact, they will also go the way of former king
Gyanendra. It is about time the political parties
gave up their rigid stands and went about mak-
ing the new constitution on time. 

Keshav Gautam 
New Baneshwor, Kathmandu 

Food security
With its population growing by the day, food
security is proving to be a big challenge for
Nepal (“Things to do,” Oct. 30, Page 7).
Nepal has an enormous possibility in pro-
duction of cereals, lentils and other crops,
but minimal technical expertise. Scant
research and attention into food security
has resulted in the controversy surrounding
WFP food distribution and greatly aggravat-
ed health crisis like diarrhoea and malnutri-
tion. 

At the same time, climate change is pos-
ing as another big impediment to ensuring
food sovereignty. The government must
commit to mitigating the ill effects of cli-
mate change on Nepal’s food production
capability through awareness programmes
and sustainable utilisation of its scant
resources. Better utilisation of food technol-
ogy and production of capable manpower in

the field of agriculture is the way to go about
meeting the increasing demand for food in
the future.

Bikram Dhimal
National Academy for Medical Science,

Old Baneshwor

Tainted food 
The National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC) has done a commendable job of
investigating the causes behind the loss of
innocent lives in far-western Nepal (“Rotten
food behind diarrhoea deaths,” Oct. 29,
Page 1). The government should not take
light the NHRC report, which clearly spells
out the World Food Programme (WFP) and
some other donors as guilty of distributing
contaminated and low quality food.
Moreover, WFP involvement makes this an
international issue. Thus, ideally, some inter-
nally-accredited body should look into it inde-

pendently. As WFP is working in many poor
countries around the world, what happened in
Nepal might also be repeated elsewhere. This
incident offers an added lesson for Nepal: no
foreign donor, however big, should be blindly
trusted. 

Sushmita Dawadi
College of Journalism and Mass

Communication

It is ironic that the WFP-distributed food
items were one of main causes of diarrhoea in
the far-west, significantly undermining the
UN body’s credentials. Is it not the duty of the
government to supervise and monitor the
international organisations working in its
land? NHRC has now discovered some of the
food distributed by WFP to be substandard.
There is no reason some other international
donor hasn’t been distributing substandard
medicine or some other inferior goods in

Nepali hinterlands. The WFP episode is a case
of blatant dereliction of government responsi-
bility towards its people. No one should be
allowed to play with the lives of poor and illit-
erate Nepalis. 

Ram B. Kuwar
Lecturer, KIST Medical College
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he North Koreans have
landed. Officials from
Pyongyang are shuttling
between “track two” dia-
logues in San Diego and

New York this week. After inviting a
new set of U.N. Security Council
sanctions by conducting a second
nuclear and multiple missile tests,
Kim Jong Il wants to talk. U.S.
President Barack
Obama’s adminis-
tration is inching
closer toward direct
dialogue with
Pyongyang, with the
caveats that bilater-
al engagement must
be accompanied by
a resumption of the
multilateral process
(the six-party talks)
and that denu-
clearization remains
the only acceptable
outcome to negotia-
tions.

If sanctions got
the parties to the
table, however, they
will not solve the
North Korean
conundrum in the
long run. Even
many strong sup-
porters of sanctions
in Washington
know this, which
accounts for the cloud of pessimism
that has descended over most discus-
sions on North Korea.

There is, however, a way forward:
economic engagement. A recent task
force convened by the Asia Society
and the University of California’s
Institute on Global Conflict and
Cooperation, on which we served,
concludes that economic engagement
offers the best chance for gradually
moderating North Korea’s intentions
and behavior.

North Korea’s confrontational
posture toward foreign countries is
closely related to the underlying
structure of its closed, command
economy, which favors the military
and heavy industry and has avoided
the wave of sweeping economic and
political changes that has trans-
formed the rest of Asia in recent
years. Encouraging a more open,
market-friendly economic growth
strategy certainly would benefit the
long-suffering North Koreans. And it
would generate vested interests in
continued reform and opening, as
well as a less confrontational foreign
policy. An open North Korea would
be more cautious about provoking its
trading partner neighbors and would
look for ways to strengthen its ties to
South Korea to realize the economic
synergies that lie dormant due to the
division of the peninsula. Economic
engagement, in short, has the poten-
tial to change North Korea’s percep-
tion of its own self-interest.

But how realistic is the possibility
of real economic change inside North
Korea? Although Pyongyang may
look impervious to anything like mar-
ket reform, the country has a history
of economic experimentation, albeit
tentative. In the early part of this
decade, the country tried profit reten-
tion by firms, material incentives,
special economic zones, and joint
ventures. Kim Jong Il traveled to
China three times, once bringing

along his generals, to study his neigh-
bor’s very successful economic
model. North Korean reforms in that
period ultimately failed because
poorly designed policies caused run-
away inflation, and since 2005 there
has been an attempt to roll them
back.

Yet in spite of current efforts by
the state to restore control over the
economy, a growing body of evidence
suggests that a transition is underway

from the ground up. People have been
driven to the market by the necessity
of feeding their families since the
mid-1990s’ famine, when the govern-
ment’s food distribution ceased pro-
viding even the means of subsistence.
And particularly in the northern part
of the country, trade and investment
from a booming China have stimulat-
ed commerce. U.S. policymakers
should look for ways to nourish this
grass-roots transformation by expos-
ing North Koreans to the world
beyond their borders and training
them with the knowledge and skills
needed to build a successful market
economy.

The first steps in a process of eco-
nomic engagement should be modest
and introduced regardless of the state
of play in the nuclear negotiations.
These carry no risk of enhancing
Pyongyang’s military capabilities or
making the United States and its
allies more vulnerable to them. To the
contrary, they could catalyze gradual
shifts in the North Korean system
that are very much in U.S. interests.
Track two dialogues, such as those
taking place this week, are a good
place to start. The United States could
also encourage universities, research
institutes, and NGOs to initiate and
expand training and economic devel-
opment projects with North Koreans.
The government should loosen its
visa policy to facilitate opportunities
for North Koreans to have greater
contact with outsiders, and vice versa.

The Obama administration could
also give the green light to efforts by

the Asian Development Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, and
the World Bank to engage North
Korea in initial consultations and
technical discussions. The data col-
lection and economic analysis in
preparation for membership in these
international financial institutions
would take years, all the while provid-
ing North Koreans with essential
training in how to chart their coun-
try’s economic transition.

Discussions would make clear, of
course, that the final step of member-
ship will depend on North Korea’s
decision to abandon its nuclear pro-
gram.

None of this will make for easy
politics — in Pyongyang or in
Washington. There will be intense
resistance from groups within North
Korea, particularly the military,
whose privileges would be threatened
by market reform and opening, as
well as the so-called “court economy”
that fosters regime loyalty through
patronage. In the United States, crit-
ics will charge that engaging North
Korea economically simply rewards
bad behavior and that complete
denuclearization has to come first.

The U.S. government is investing
a great deal of political capital and
creativity into an enhanced sanctions
regime to contain North Korea’s
nuclear weapons capability. It should
also now start to make a long-term
investment in the gradual transfor-
mation of North Korea’s economy
and, by extension, that country’s pos-
ture toward the United States and its
neighbors in Asia. Done right, the two
could be complementary. It’s a for-
mula that the administration advo-
cates for states from Iran and Burma
to Sudan and Cuba. It’s time to
extend it to North Korea.

(Susan Shirk is director of the
University of California Institute on

Global Conflict and Cooperation.
She participated in this weeks Track
Two diplomacy talks.John Delury is

associate director of Asia Society’s
Center on U.S.-China Relations and

adjunct assistant professor at
Columbia University. They are the

co-chair and project director,
respectively, of the task force “North

Korea Inside Out: The Case for
Economic Engagement.”)
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Correction 
The information regarding the electric-
ity generation during the Panchayat
regime was supposed to be almost
seven tenth of the total generation
instead of what was inadvertently
printed (“The Karnali batch,” Oct.
30, Page 6). The author regrets the
mistake.

Peeyush Tiwari
By email

Dinesh Wagle
delhi@wagle.com.np


